Essential Bible Doctrines 
A survey of the fundamental doctrines of the Bible 
by Nathan Parker 


Part 4: Eschatology: The Doctrine of the End Times 
Introduction 


Just as Jesus Christ ascended into heaven (mentioned near the end of our discussion of the 
doctrine of Jesus Christ known as Christology), Jesus Christ will one day return to the earth in 
order to establish His kingdom over the earth. This will also be the time that God’s fulfillment of 
His promises to Israel will be made complete. Prior to that event, Jesus Christ will return in the 
sky to gather the church into heaven, ending the church age and ushering in a seven-year period 
of devastation on the earth known by scholars as the Tribulation (in which the final three-and- 
one-half years are known by scholars as the Great Tribulation). 


Theologians refer to the entire time from the first coming of Jesus Christ to gather the church into 
heaven through the end of the history of the earth as the end times, last days, last things, or with 
the more technical word eschaton. I prefer the words end times when referring to this period of 
time, and this is how I will refer to this period of time in our discussion. Theologians refer to the 
doctrine of the end times as Eschatology. 


This discussion will not cover all of the major topics concerning Eschatology, nor will it cover an 
extensive treatment of the book of the Revelation of Jesus Christ (the final book in the New 
Testament). For an extensive treatment of the book of Revelation, I recommend the book by Dr. 
Adrian Rogers Unveiling the End Times in Our Time. For topics concerning Eschatology not 
covered in this discussion, I recommend the revised edition of the Moody Handbook of Theology 
and Dr. Charles Ryrie’s book Basic Theology. 


Interpretations of the Book of Revelation 


The book of Revelation is the primary book in the Bible concerning the events of the end times 
(although other books such as the Old Testament book of Daniel also have a role in presenting 
events of the end times). Therefore, it is crucial that as one studies the book of Revelation in 
order to discern the events of the end times, one must do so with the proper interpretation of how 
to approach the book of Revelation. There are four major views among scholars concerning how 
to interpret the book of Revelation: 


Preterist: The first view concerning the interpretation of the book of Revelation is what scholars 
refer to as the Preterist view. Scholars who affirm the Preterist view believe all of the prophecies 
in the book of Revelation have been fulfilled during the first century by the time of the 
destruction of the temple in Jerusalem (around AD 70).! 
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Historicist: The second view concerning the interpretation of the book of Revelation is what 
scholars refer to as the Historicist view. This view was popular during the Middle Ages and 
during the Reformation. Scholars who affirmed the Historicist view believed the book of 
Revelation centered around Western Europe concerning various popes, rulers, and wars. This 
view is not popular among modern scholars today.” 


Idealist: The third view concerning the interpretation of the book of Revelation is what scholars 
refer to as the /dealist view. Scholars who affirm the Idealist view reject that the prophecies in 
book of Revelation apply to a particular historical time or setting. Instead, the book of Revelation 
refers to an ongoing battle between good and evil that is timeless and occurs in any and every 
age.? 


Futurist: The fourth view concerning the interpretation of the book of Revelation is what scholars 
refer to as the Futurist view. Scholars who affirm the Futurist view believe that chapters 4-22 in 
the book of Revelation refer to events that will occur in the future. The prophecies in these 
chapters are yet to be fulfilled.* 


Which of these interpretations of the book of Revelation is the most biblically sound? There are 
two answers to this question. The Futurist view is the most biblically-sound interpretation when 
examining the biblical text. The prophecies listed in chapters 4-22 have not been fulfilled as of 
yet, therefore making the Futurist view the recommended overall interpretation to view when 
approaching the book of Revelation. 


However, a blended approach incorporating elements from each of the major interpretations 
concerning the book of Revelation also makes biblical sense and is wise to consider when 
approaching the book of Revelation. Some of the events in the book of Revelation (chapters 1-3) 
did occur at a specific point in time in the first century, as well as encompass church history 
overall (borrowing from the Preterist and Historicist views). Some of the events in the book of 
Revelation have occurred throughout every age, and some of the prophecies, while not fulfilled 
as of yet, have had predecessor types of fulfillments throughout history (borrowing from the 
Idealist view). One good example is the antichrist. While the antichrist is yet to fulfill the 
prophecies concerning him in the book of Revelation, previous men throughout history such as 
Antiochus Epiphanes were predecessors who acted as a type of antichrist, partially fulfilling this 
role without actually being the literal person who will ultimately fulfill this role. Some events and 
prophecies yet to occur (borrowing from the Futurist view). By mainly focusing on the Futurist 
view, while also remaining sensitive of a blended approach to interpreting Revelation that takes 
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into account the first century, church history, and the future together, one can accurately 
understand and interpret this blessed book and its major prophecies concerning the end times.° 


Interpretations of the Seven Churches of Revelation 


Chapters 1-3 in the book of Revelation refer to seven churches the apostle John (the author of the 
book of Revelation) was commanded by Jesus Christ to write to for the purposes of instruction, 
commendation, and chastisement. Jesus Christ had a message of instruction and commendation 
to all seven churches in the book of Revelation. With the exception of two, Jesus Christ also had 
a message of chastisement with the churches concerning their disobedience to the teachings and 
commands of Jesus Christ and their needing to return back to obedience of Jesus Christ. Just as 
there are different interpretations concerning approaching the book of Revelation, there are three 
different interpretations among scholars concerning the seven churches in the book of 
Revelation:° 


Literal: Scholars affirming the first view concerning the interpretation of the seven churches in 
the book of Revelation believe that the seven churches in the book of Revelation were literal 
churches that occurred during a specific point in time during the first century. These churches 
were the direct recipients of the messages the apostle John was commanded by Jesus Christ to 
write to them. These churches were each located in the geographic areas mentioned in the book 
of Revelation (Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea). 


Historical: Scholars affirming the second view concerning the interpretation of the seven 
churches in the book of Revelation believe the seven churches are representative of church 
history overall. Each church represents the dominant characteristics of the churches during each 
major period of church history, beginning with the church in Ephesus during the first century 
extending to the church in Laodicea in our modern age (which is why many pastors refer to our 
modern age as the Laodicean church age). 


Timeless: Scholars affirming the third view concerning the interpretation of the seven churches in 
the book of Revelation believe the seven churches are representative of churches of every age 
throughout history. The characteristics of each of the seven churches can be found in various 
churches of every age throughout church history. One church may function with the 
characteristics of the church at Laodicea, one with the characteristics of the church at Smyrna, 
etc. 


Which of these interpretations of the seven churches in Revelation is the most biblically-sound? 
Surprisingly, similar to the interpretations when approaching the book of Revelation overall, a 
blended interpretation of the seven churches of Revelation that take into consideration all three 
major views is the most biblically-sound when examining the biblical text. On a surface reading 
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of the book of Revelation, one can clearly determine that all seven churches were literal churches 
during the first century in which the apostle John wrote directly to concerning the messages Jesus 
Christ commanded the apostle John to present to the seven churches. These seven churches 
existed as literal churches in the geographic areas mentioned in the book of Revelation. Each of 
these seven churches had the corresponding characteristics as mentioned in the book of 
Revelation. 


However, the seven churches in the book of Revelation are also representative of church history 
overall. Throughout church history (beginning with the church in Ephesus in the first century 
extending to the church in Laodicea in our modern age), each of the seven churches has had a 
period in church history where the characteristics of one of the churches was the most dominant, 
and this pattern follows the corresponding, successive pattern of the churches in the book of 
Revelation. One can discern that modern churches in general adhere to the characteristics of the 
church in Laodicea, with the period of church history directly preceding it adhering to the 
characteristics of the church in Philadelphia, etc. 


Lastly, the characteristics of each of the seven churches has been present since the first century 
extending throughout history to our modern age. During every period of church history and even 
in our modern age, one can find the characteristics of the church of Ephesus in a church, the 
characteristics of the church of Smyrna in another church, the characteristics of the church of 
Laodicea in another church, etc. 


By approaching the seven churches in the book of Revelation with a blended interpretation of the 
literal, historical, and timeless views, one can gain a more accurate understanding of how each of 
the seven churches has played a role in church history from the first century to our modern age.’ 


Interpretations on the Rapture 


Before Jesus Christ returns to the earth to establish His kingdom on the earth, Jesus Christ will 
return in the air to gather the church into heaven. This event is what is referred to by theologians 
refer as the Rapture. 1 Thessalonians 4 is one of the primary passages in the New Testament that 
describes the event of the Rapture. While the English word Rapture is not in English translations 
of the Bible®, the word Rapture stems from the Latin Vulgate’s word (rapiemur) that translates 
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the Greek word that is translated caught up (harpazo) used in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 (technically 
the word in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 is actually used as a passive which is harpagésometha). The 
word refers to the act of someone reaching down and snatching or seizing up something. The 
Rapture is basically the event when Jesus Christ gathers the church together to be caught up or 
snatched up into heaven to be with Him. As with other theological topics in Eschatology, 
scholars generally adhere to one of three views concerning the interpretation of the Rapture:? 


Pretribulation: The belief that the Rapture will occur before the seven year period of major 
devastation across the earth known as the Tribulation is what theologians refer to as the 
Pretribulation view. Shortly before the seven year Tribulation, Jesus Christ will appear in the air 
to gather the church to be with Him in heaven. This will end the church age and usher in the 
seven year Tribulation. Revelation 3:10 and 4:1 provide strong affirmations of a Pretribulation 
Rapture. Additionally, the church is not mentioned in Revelation 4-19 which also strongly 
affirms a Pretribulation Rapture. Lastly, since the Holy Spirit’s presence must depart from the 
earth for a period before the antichrist can be revealed on the earth (which is known as the 
removal of the Restrainer before the man of sin is revealed in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-9), this can 
only occur in the absence of the church which would make a Pretribulation Rapture necessary. 


Prewrath: The belief that the Rapture will occur around the middle of the Tribulation and that the 
Rapture will occur before the wrath of God is poured out is known by theologians as the 
Prewrath view. This view replaces the previously held view referred to by theologians as the 
Midtribulation view. The Midtribulation view believed that the Rapture would occur exactly in 
the middle of the Tribulation, about three and one-half years into the Tribulation.!! This view is 
no longer widely held and replaced with the Prewrath view. The difference between the 
Midtribulation view and Prewrath view is while the Midtribulation view affirms the Rapture 
occurs right in the middle of the Tribulation, the Prewrath view believes the Rapture occurs 
during some of the Tribulation but immediately before the wrath of God is poured out on the 
earth. While the Prewrath view places the Rapture around the middle of the Tribulation, the fixed 
point in time at the middle of the Tribulation is not proposed by those who believe in the 
Prewrath view.'? 


Posttrribulation: The belief that the Rapture will occur around the same moment as Jesus 
Christ’s return to the earth (what theologians refer to as His Second Coming) is what theologians 
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refer to as the Posttribulation view. The church will remain on the earth during the entire 
Tribulation. At the end of the Tribulation, Jesus Christ will return to earth, and the Rapture and 
Second Coming will be almost (if not actually) a single event.!° 


Which of these three interpretations concerning the Rapture is the most biblically-sound? The 
Pretribulation view of the Rapture is the most biblically-sound when examining the biblical text. 
Revelation 3:10 and 4:1 heavily affirm a Pretibulation Rapture. The church not being mentioned 
in Revelation 4-19 also heavily affirms a Pretribulation Rapture, as does the need for the Holy 
Spirit’s presence to depart from the earth in order for the antichrist to be revealed. Additionally, 
the ending of the church age immediately prior to the ushering in of the Tribulation makes the 
most biblical sense. Those wishing to perform a more advanced, in-depth study on the three 
views on the Rapture can read Three Views on the Rapture as a part of Zondervan’s Counterparts 
Series. 


Interpretations on the Millennium 


When Jesus Christ returns to the earth during His Second Coming, He will usher in His kingdom. 
Theologians refer to Jesus Christ’s kingdom during the end times as His Millennial kingdom, and 
this period during the kingdom as the Millennium. The Millennium was referred to by some early 
church scholars using the word chiliasm.'* Like the three views concerning the interpretation of 
the Rapture, scholars adhere to one of three views concerning the Millennium: 


Premillennialism: The belief that Jesus Christ will return to earth in His Second Coming before 
ushering in the Millennium is what theologians refer to as Premillennialism. After Jesus Christ 
returns to earth, He will /iterally usher in a one-thousand year Millennial kingdom on the earth. 
During this time, God’s promises to the nation of Israel will be completely fulfilled. The one- 
thousand year Millennial kingdom will be a period of peace with Jesus Christ ruling over the 
earth. Revelation 20:1-6 provides a strong affirmation for Premillennialism.'° 


Amillennialism: The belief that there will be no literal Millennial kingdom of Jesus Christ on the 
earth is what theologians refer to as Amillennialism. Good and evil will continue to co-exist, as 
well as the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of Satan continuing to exist together until the 
Second Coming of Jesus Christ. During the Second Coming of Jesus Christ, the history of the 
world will come to an end, and the final judgments will be ushered in. Some theologians who 
believe in Amillennialism believe the fulfillment of the “Millennium” is occurring in our present 
age with the church, while some believe the fulfillment is occurring with those who are presently 
in heaven. Amillennialism rejects that the promises to the nation of Israel are yet to be 
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completely fulfilled as theologians who believe in Amillennialism also affirm Replacement 
Theology in that the church has replaced the nation of Israel. !6 


Postmillennialism: The belief that Jesus Christ will return to earth in His Second Coming after a 
period of peace on the earth referred to as a “Millennium” is what theologians refer to as 
Postmillennialism. Postmillennialism also rejects a literal one-thousand year reign of Jesus Christ 
over the earth. Scholars who affirm Postmillennialism believe the Kingdom of God is being 
spread in our present age as the Gospel of Jesus Christ is preached throughout the earth and as the 
Holy Spirit is at work in the earth in our present age. Rather than a literal reign of Jesus Christ 
over the earth, Jesus Christ reigns in the hearts of Christians. The world will eventually as a 
majority enter into a saving relationship with Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, and after the world 
is peaceful and in fellowship with Jesus Christ, He will return. The final judgments will occur, 
and the history of the world will have come to an end. Postmillennialism also rejects that the 
promises to the nation of Israel are yet to be completely fulfilled as theologains who believe in 
Postmillennialism also affirm Replacement Theology in that the church has replaced the nation of 
Israel." 


Which of these views concerning the Millennium is the most biblically-sound? The Premillennial 
view of the Millennium makes the most biblical sense when studying the biblical text. Revelation 
20:1-6 heavily affirms Jesus Christ returning to earth to reign in a literal, earthly kingdom during 
the Millennium. Additionally, God’s promises to the nation of Israel are yet to be completely 
fulfilled, and since the church has not replaced Israel (which is seen in our discussion in the 
doctrine of the church known as Ecclesiology), Premillennialism properly accounts for a period 
in time when God will fulfill a// of His promises to the nation of Israel. Lastly, unlike 
Postmillennialism, the world is not increasingly becoming peaceful, nor has the majority of the 
world entered into a saving relationship with Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. While the 
Gospel is being spread at a tremendous pace thanks to modern technology, and while we rejoice 
at how many have entered into a saving relationship with Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior, 
much of the world remains un-Christian, and the world is worsening in morality and turmoil, not 
increasing in morality and in peace. Premillnnialism makes the most biblical sense, as well as the 
most sense when examining our modern age. Those who wish to perform an advanced, in-depth 
study on the various views concerning the Millennium can read Three views on the Millennium 
and Beyond as part of Zondervan’s Counterpoints Series. 


Judgments 
There will be an event in history where everyone will stand before the Lord in a final judgment to 


present an account of his works before the Lord. While salvation is by grace through faith in 
Jesus Christ alone and not by works (Ephesians 2:8-9), one’s works will be judged in order to 
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determine one’s rewards (for Christians) or one’s degree of punishment (for non-Christians). 
There will actually be two final judgements that occur during the end times: 


Judgement Seat of Christ: The Judgement Seat of Christ is the judgment in which Christians will 
appear before Christ to give an account of their works. This will likely occur immediately after 
the Rapture. Christians will be rewarded various crowns depending on their service for the Lord 
while living on the earth.!* 


Great White Throne Judgment: The Great White Throne judgement is the event in history when 
non-Christians will stand before the Lord and be cast into the lake of fire (the eternal punishment 
of hell) for their rejection of Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. This will likely occur after the 
one-thousand year Millennial kingdom. Non-Christians will also be judged by their works and 
their opportunities in which they rejected Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior in order to determine 
their degree of punishment in the lake of fire.'? 


Final Note on Interpreting Bible Prophecy 


When interpreting Bible prophecy, it is important to keep in mind the overall picture of Bible 
prophecy from the Old Testament to the New Testament. New Testament books that deal with 
Bible prophecy (such as the book of Revelation) reference back heavily to Old Testament books 
and their mentioning of Bible prophecy (such as the book of Daniel). Therefore, it is best to allow 
Scripture to interpret Scripture when dealing with how to best approach interpreting Bible 
prophecy. Cross reference books such as The New Treasury of Scriptural Knowledge and study 
Bibles such as the Thompson Chain Reference Bible provide excellent tools to allow one to 
determine how Scripture interprets Scripture and are especially useful when interpreting Bible 
prophecy. 


Conclusion 


It has been an honor and a privilege to guide you in our discussion on Essential Bible Doctrines 
together. It is my prayer and hope that studying these doctrines together have given you a hunger 
for the truths of the Word of God and the doctrine and instruction in the inspired Word of God (2 
Timothy 3:16). As we complete the construction of our “house of faith” by placing the roof on 
our house that points upward toward heaven, we are to be looking upward for that blessed hope 
when Jesus Christ will return soon and very soon to Rapture His church into heaven. Let us echo 
the words of the apostle John, inspired by the Holy Spirit, as he wrote in the book of the 
Revelation of Jesus Christ in Revelation 22:20, “He which testifieth these things saith, Surely I 
come quickly. Amen. Even so, come, Lord Jesus.” 
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